SERMONS 


FROM      RIVERSIDE 


WANTED:  A  SUPRA-NATIONAL  FAITH 

"And  me.n  mJUL  coma  {^nom  e.at>t  and  weAt, 
and  Inom  no  nth  and  booth,  and  Att  at 
table,  ui  the.  ktngdom  o^  God." 

Luke.  13:29 

Dr.   Ernest  T.  Campbell 


THE  RIVERSIDE 
CHURCH  IN  THE 
CITY  OF  NEW  YORK 


OCTOBER  1,  1972 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 

in  2012  with  funding  from 

Princeton  Theological  Seminary  Library 


http://www.archive.org/details/sermonwantedsuprOOcamp 


WANTED:  A  SUPRA-NATIONAL  FAITH 

"And  me.n  mZt  come,  {nom  e.a6t  and  weAt, 
and  {Kom  noxtk  and  booth,  and  6tt  at 
table,  -in  the.  kingdom  ofi  God." 

Luke.  13:29 


Worldwide  Communion  Sunday  does  not  belong  to  the 
church  year.  It  is  a  celebration  of  too  recent  origin 
for  that.  Yet  multiplied  thousands  of  Christians  all 
across  the  earth  will  be  observing  Worldwide  Communion 
Sunday  today.  The  practice  has  caught  on  in  a  big  way 
as  an  occasion  for  the  church  to  affirm  itself  as  a 
universal  body. 

However  engrossed  in  local  problems  and  opportuni- 
ties; however  accustomed  to  seeing  our  faith  in  the 
trappings  of  American  culture;  however  skilled  in  adapt- 
ing the  gospel  to  the  needs  of  our  own  time  and  place; 
we  are  given  in  Worldwide  Communion  Sunday  a  forceful 
and  regular  reminder  that  the  kingdom  of  God  embraces 
nothing  less  than  the  whole  wide  world! 


I  invite  you  to  rejoice  with  me  today  in  the  glob- 
al sweep  of  the  Christian  enterprise.   God's  purposes 
for  men  are  universal  in  their  intent.   When  Abraham 
was  called  to  be  the  father  of  the  faithful,  it  was 
with  the  promise  that  in  his  seed  would  all  the  fami- 
lies of  the  earth  be  blessed.  (Gen.  28:14)   The  Hebrew 
nation  was  to  be  the  center  of  God's  saving  action  but 
not  its  circumference .   The  few  were  chosen  for  the 
many. 

Time  and  again  the  prophets  had  to  sound  this  uni- 
versal note  against  recurring  pressures  to  domesticate 
God  and  make  of  Him  a  tribal  deity.   So  second  Isaiah 
cries,  "The  Lord  will  rise  upon  you  and  His  glory  will 
be  seen  upon  you  and  nations  shall  come  to  your  light 
and  kings  to  the  brightness  of  your  rising."  (Is.  60:2) 


So  Micah  declares,  "The  mountain  of  the  house  of 
the  Lord  shall  be  established  as  the  highest  of  the 
mountains  and  shall  be  raised  up  above  the  hills,  and 
people  shall  flow  to  it  and  many  nations  shall  come 
and  say:   come  let  us  go  up  to  the  mountain  of  the 
Lord,  to  the  house  of  the  God  of  Jacob;  that  he  may 
teach  us  his  ways  and  we  may  walk  in  his  paths." 
(Micah  4:1-2) 

According  to  the  96th  Psalm,  all  the  earth  is  to 
sing  a  new  song  to  the  Lord.   God's  glory  is  to  be 
told  among  the  nations ,  His  marvelous  works  made  known 
to  all  the  people,  among  the  nations  it  is  to  be  de- 
clared that  the  Lord  reigns. 

Jesus  came  to  Israel  but  He  came  for  all.  "Other 
sheep  I  have,"  He  said,  "which  are  not  of  this  fold, 
them  also  I  must  bring."  (John  10:16)  After  He  had 
chased  the  money  changers  from  the  temple,  Jesus  was 
heard  to  say  "My  house  shall  be  called  a  house  of 
prayer  for  all  the  nations."  (Mark  11:17)   He  gave  us 
a  glimpse  into  the  "end  time"  and  likened  the  kingdom's 
culmination  to  a  feast  to  which  "men  shall  come  from 
east  and  west,  and  from  north  and  south,  and  sit  at 
table  in  the  kingdom  of  God. 

Whether  the  great  commission,  "Go  ye  therefore 
into  all  the  world  and  make  disciples  of  all  nations," 
(Mt.  28:18)  is  an  authentic  saying  of  Jesus',  or  was, 
in  fact,  ascribed  to  Jesus  by  the  early  church,  it  is 
plain  that  those  first  Christians  sensed  that  their 
message  was  for  all  the  nations  of  mankind.   On  the 
strength  of  that  understanding  they  went  from  Jerusa- 
lem to  Judea  to  Samaria  and  to  the  uttermost  parts  of 
the  earth. 

When  Paul  gave  his  magnificent  defense  before 
Agrippa  he  declared  to  the  king  that  the  death  to 
which  Jesus  submitted  had  not  been  "done  in  a  corner." 
We  might  add  that  it  was  not  done  for  a  corner  either. 
God  loves  the  world.   Christ  died  for  all.   God's  pur- 
poses for  men  are  universal  in  their  intent. 
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There  are  some  happy  signs  on  this  first  day  of 
October  in  the  year  of  our  Lord,  1972,  that  God's  in- 
tent is  being  realized.   While  it  is  true  that  churches 
in  the  United  States  have  come  upon  hard  times,  for 
reasons  good  and  bad ,  we  are  not  to  judge  the  health 
of  the  kingdom  by  our  condition  alone.   I  am  told  that 
the  youth  of  Japan  are  turning  to  Jesus  in  growing  num- 
bers today.   In  the  newly-emerging  African  states  peo- 
ple are  discovering  again  the  ancient  gospel  —  this 
time  without  the  distortions  of  European  or  American 
interpretation.   The  fastest  growing  church  in  South 
America  is  the  Pentecostal  church  which  is  also  show- 
ing an  enlightened  willingness  to  grapple  with  polit- 
ical reality. 

While  the  church  is  sorely  pressed  in  many  places, 
it  is  true  to  say  that  never  in  its  history  has  it  been 
so  well  distributed  among  the  nations. 

From  east  and  west,  from  north  and  south  they 
come.   The  church  is  manifestly  international.   Why, 
it's  enough  to  gladden  the  heart  of  God!   It  should 
gladden  ours  as  well! 


But  it  is  not  enough  to  rejoice.   The  question  of 
responsibility  comes  up  as  well.   What  ought  a  Chris- 
tian presence  to  mean  in  lands  where  it  is  found? 

Clearly  the  church  anywhere  is  not  to  be  a  mere 
reflection  of  the  state.   The  church  was  never  intend- 
ed to  be  a  handmaiden  of  established  power.   We  are  not 
called,  wherever  we  are  found,  to  merely  sanctify  un- 
critically the  programs  and  ambitions  of  the  state.  To 
cry  peace  when  there  is  no  peace  is  to  fail  man  and 
displease  God. 

Pity  the  chaplain  praying  in  the  locker  room  for 
victory  on  the  football  field,  while  in  the  next  room 
another  chaplain,  equally  devout,  asks  God  for  victory 
for  his  team. 
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Just  as  clearly,  the  church,  wherever  it  is  found, 
is  not  to  live  above  historical  reality,  which  is  to 
say  politics  in  the  broadest  sense  of  that  term.   As 
though  the  arena  where  vested  interests  clash  and  laws 
are  born  were  beneath  her.   As  though  her  Lord  had  not 
indeed  come  in  the  flesh.   As  though  salvation  deliver- 
ed one  from  life  rather  than  propelling  one  into  the 
thick  of  life. 

Fortunately  for  my  purposes  today,  the  name  of 
Gary  Davis  appeared  again  in  the  news  this  week.   This 
time  the  "citizen  of  the  world"  was  picked  up  in  France 
for  issuing  bogus  passports  to  people  whom  he  described 
as  stateless.   I  have  enormous  stores  of  empathy  for 
this  man.   I  know  what  he  is  trying  to  say,  what  he  is 
feeling  after.   All  the  same,  it  is  a  hard  fact  of  life 
that  we  cannot  live  in  a  state  of  statelessness. 

Paul  in  his  sermon  at  the  Areopogus  in  Athens  de- 
clared that,  "God  made  from  one  every  nation  of  men  to 
live  on  all  the  face  of  the  earth,  having  determined 
allotted  periods  and  the  boundaries  of  their  habitation, 
(Acts  17:26)   God  sets  boundaries  to  our  habitation 
because  we  cannot  live  responsibly  in  all  places  at 
once ! 

If  we  are  not  to  be  a  mere  reflection  of  the 
state,  and  if  we  are  not  free  to  live  above  historic- 
al reality,  what  then  ought  we  to  be  about?  A  primary 
function  of  the  church  —  north,  south,  east  or  west  — 
is  to  point  to  a  reality  larger  than  itself  and  bigger 
than  the  state;  namely,  the  kingdom  of  God!   This  is 
what  is  meant  when  it  is  said  that  the  church  has  a 
prophetic  function.   It  points  beyond  itself. 

In  terms  of  geography,  the  church  is  internation- 
al.  But  in  terms  of  faith,  the  church  ought  to  be 
supra-national.   Christians  are  called  to  transcend 
anything  in  their  local  situation  that  is  at  variance 
with  what  they  understand  the  kingdom  of  God  to  be! 

The  place  was  a  locker  room  in  a  YMCA.   The  pres- 
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ident  of  the  United  States  had  just  escalated  the  bomb- 
ing of  North  Vietnam.   The  subject  came  up  in  conversa- 
tion and  everyone  joined  in.   Finally,  one  member  who 
happens  to  be  a  doctor  moved  to  state  his  case  force- 
fully.  Turning  to  the  man  beside  him,  he  stuck  out  his 
right  index  finger  and  said,  "Listen,  John,  as  far  as 
I'm  concerned  there's  just  us  and  them."  The  Christian 
response  to  that  should  be.  "There's  us,  and  them  — 
and  Him  I" 

We  are  called  to  work  with  wider  margins  than  na- 
tional boundaries  allow.   To  be  an  authentically  supra- 
national church,  Christians  should  be  busy  probing 
every  rationale  for  war;  resisting  imperialism,  which 
has  been  defined  as  "the  love  of  one's  country  export- 
ed;" debunking  the  super-patriotism  that  drives  each 
country  to  see  itself  as  the  center  of  the  world; 
standing  for  a  more  equitable  distribution  of  the 
earth's  resources;  arguing  for  sensible  arms  control; 
pleading  the  case  of  the  absent  weak  in  the  councils 
of  the  strong;  insisting  that  what  unites  us  as  human 
beings  is  more  important  than  what  divides  us  as  na- 
tions; demonstrating  the  power  of  love;  and  kindling 
the  fires  of  hope  when  millions  find  despair  an  easier 
way. 

To  put  it  differently,  we  are  called  to  be  Chris- 
tians first  and  Russians  second;  Christians  first  and 
British  second;  Christians  first  and  Ugandans  second; 
Christians  first  and  Americans  second.   It  is  not 
enough  that  the  church  be  international.   We  are  that 
by  virtue  of  geography.   We  are  called  to  be  supra- 
national too.   This  is  a  stance  toward  life  that  comes 
from  faith.   Only  thus  can  we  witness  to  that  kingdom 
whose  banner  is  love,  whose  sword  is  truth,  whose  em- 
blem is  a  cross,  and  whose  end  is  peace. 


It  sounds  like  a  tall  order,  doesn't  it?  How 
slowly  the  kingdom  comes!   How  distant  it  still  appears!. 
But  this  is  why  we  are  here. 
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"What  though  the  kingdom  long  delay, 
And  btUUL  with  naughty  ^oe^  mu&t  cope? 
It  gtv&>  ua>  that  ^on  which  we  play, 
A  £<Lzld  ^on  to-UL  and  ^aitk  and  hope."     1_ 

Amen. 


FOOTNOTE: 

1.      "Creation's   Lord,   We  Give  Thee  Thanks" 

William  DeWitt  Hyde,   Hymn   #303,   The   Pilgrim  Hymnal 
The   Pilgrim  Press,   Boston,    1958 
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